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Council weighs
charter’s tax limit

u Some members say limit
likely to be exceeded

By Janes Davis
STAFF WRITER:

The County Council did not
rule out"exceeding the chater
limit on propéily tax revenues
during an overview of the fiscal
2008  budget on  Tuesday,
alriough the members agreed to
oy to remadn as close as pessible
to the exdsting standasd to Jimit
the effeclon tapayess.

‘The council faces a tough two -

months of deliberationson apro-
paserd $4.3 hillion hudget amid a
declining economy and local rev:
enues, while halancing services
for the countys 1 million resi-
dents.

At the top of the considera-
tion Jist is a proposal included in
County Executive Isiah Leggetts
budget recommendulivn to
oxceed the charter limit ox prop-
erty tax revenues by $137.8 mil
lion to increase vevenues to fisnd
the budget to make up for other
tax  collections  that  have
declined.

Leggett (D) proposed com-

bining the 7.5 cent increase in the
property  tax
mafe with
$1,014  credit
for homeown-
ers. Taxes
would increase
by ahout 5138,
or 62 percent,
for a house val-
ued at
$343,000, the
median value Legeett
in the county.
For . eothmercial — properties,
including rental housing, the rate
ncrease would raise 1ax bills in
the range of 20 percent.

The county charter Isits
Pproperty tax revenue tu increase
at the rate of inflation plus new
development. To exceed the Finit,
sevenr councll members must
agee:

“ think it's unrealistic to say
we're not going to go there. It's
just a matter of
how much
we're going (o
gu hete," said
Councilman
Marc Glvich (D-
At larged of
Takoma Jark,
“.. 1 see no

way that .we i
could make up Eirich

this  money .

other than magic, and I don
believe in magic.”

With property assessinents
rising, twn yembers of the
council’s finance committee ten-
atively decided not w exceed
the charterlimit by cutting tax
ates.

However, with the county fac
ng 4 veady $300 inillion budget
shortfall next yeas, to generate

the revenues, the coundil is left
with few aptions.

As part of the budger
averview, council members
were advised that county rev-
enues can no longer sustain the
spending pace of government,
which is up. more than 8¢ per-
cent in the last decade. Leggett’s
fiscal 2009 budget is a 3.9 per-
cent increase aver the current
year's budget. .

‘Before submitting his buclget
propasal, Leggert used a variety
of cuts and reductions in the
county govermmenl amd vther
agencies to close an initial $401
miltion budget gap.

“There is not one way to skin
this cat,” said Councilwoman
Valerie Evin (D-Dist. 5 of Silver
Spring. “We are going to have
some kind of property fax
increase, maybe. not as great as
whiat the county executive wants,
hut sorme kin

In a meeting with reporters
on Monday, Council President
Michael 1. Knapp was undecided
o whether fo support exceeding
the charter limit.

Knapp said many people
have discussed the importance of
services the county provides,
such as drug rehabilitaticn for
those in need.

“There's an inclination to oy
10 provide funds for those types
of resources,” said Knapp (-
Dist. 2} of Germantown.

On Tuesday, he introdticed &
“placeholder”  proposal o
increase fue? tax rates on supphi-
cs, which would generate $11.1
miflion,

“Yes this is a tough situation.
Yes there are some hard choiees;
but they are not so difficult choic-
es that comncil has made in the
past,” said -Stephewr B, Farber,
council staff director who pre-
sented the averview, and remind-
ed ihe councit about tougher
budget deliberations in previcus
years.

In additon o those years,
Montgomery County is hetter off
this yeur than other jusisdicdons
that have hiatl 0 resoet (o even
more drastic measures to balance
their budgets.

Northern Virginia countics
are left to balance their budgets
without a local income tax and a
different pruperty tax assesstent
schiedule, Taitfax County’s pro-
posed budget called for fat
spending on schoals and govern-
ment services and cws in saiary
increases.

County Council corumittecs
are deliberating on depaitment
budgets in preparation for full
council discossions and budget
approval in late May.

A public hearing on the
$1,014 property tax credit is
scheduted for May 6.

Staff writer C. Benjamin Ford
condributed to this report.



